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According to a new report by the Guatemalan Archbishop's Human Rights Office (Oficina de
Derechos Humanos del Arzobispado, ODHAG), the number of recorded cases of human rights
violations in Guatemala jumped by 68% during the first six months of this year, compared with
the same period in 1993. Given the deteriorating rights situation, the rebel umbrella group Unidad
Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG) announced its decision to postpone peace talks for
another month, claiming the government has failed to comply with the human rights agreement
signed by both sides in March.
Although political violence has long been a hallmark of Guatemala's political scene, some
independent human rights groups say this year human rights abuses appear to be reaching levels
not seen since the early 1980s, when the army conducted massive counterinsurgency drives as part
of a scorched earth campaign to rout the guerrillas.
According to ODHAG's new report, between January and June of this year, 787 "serious"
human rights violations were recorded by that organization, nearly double the amount of abuses
reported by the Archbishop's office in the same period in 1993. The report listed 166 "extrajudicial
executions," 348 assassinations that were apparently politically motivated, 129 attempted
assassinations, 101 threats and intimidations, 30 forced "disappearances," and 13 cases of torture.
"Political violence as a mechanism to pressure or undermine individuals, organizations, or political
processes continues unabated," read the ODHAG report. In fact, ODHAG director Carlos Aldana
suggested that the jump in abuses since January is a direct retaliation by the country's infamous
death squads against progress in peace negotiations with the URNG. "Human rights violations are
apparently increasing in direct proportion to the progress made in the peace negotiations," said
Aldana. Indeed, the jump in rights abuses is undermining the progress made so far between the
guerrillas and the government over methods to crack down on political violence in Guatemala.
The government and the URNG signed a historic human rights accord in March of this year,
which had called for international verification of respect for human rights in Guatemala. However,
although the accord called for the United Nations (UN) to assign a commission to begin work
immediately, no such team has been appointed, and UN representatives say it might not even be set
up until the end of the year.
As a result, on Aug. 4 the URNG complained that the UN delay was jeopardizing the peace
process. "What will become of the rest of the accords if the first one we signed and the one which
is especially urgent to implement immediately in Guatemala continues to date as no more than a
paper mandate that has yet to be fulfilled?" asked the URNG in a public communique. Given the
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escalating violence, plus the government and the UN's failure to implement the March human
rights accord, the URNG announced that it would boycott the next scheduled round of peace
talks. According to the timetable for negotiations agreed on by both sides, government and rebel
representatives were supposed to begin discussion of the rights and identity of indigenous peoples
in Guatemala by the end of July at the latest. In its communique, the URNG accused the government
of continuing its practice of forced military conscription, despite the March accord's explicit clauses
outlawing such abuses.
In addition, the URNG says the government has not provided the protection it promised for human
rights workers, nor has it seriously investigated human rights abuses. As a result, the URNG says
it will not agree to continue peace talks until at least the end of August, pending a demonstration
of the government's willingness to comply with the March accord. "The URNG will continue the
negotiating process only after these minimum requirements have been met," said the URNG. "It is
inexcusable that four months after the signing of the accord, the violation of individual rights has
increased. Terror, repression, and threats hover more dangerously every day over the people."

-- End --
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